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Husband-Wife Helping Relationships:

The "Mental Hygiene" Function in Marriage 1

Ronald 3. Burke and Tamara Weir

York University

cis Ten years have passed since Carl Rogers wrote his classic

paper on the helping relationship (Rogers, 1961). In that

(TN paper, Rogers outlined several characteristics of .effective

C.)
helping relationships which, as numerous studies have shown

(Rogers, Gendlin, Kiesler and Truax, 1967; Aspy, 1969;

Kratchovil, Carkhuff and Berenson, 1969), are applicable to

various spheres of human interaction, both formal and informal

(e.g., therapist-client; teacher-student; parent-child). One

significant informal setting. in which helping takes place is

in the day-to-day relationship between marriage partners.

Unfortunately, very little is known about the ways in which

husbands and wives attempt to help each other deal with tensions

and problems. And little is known about the value of this

activity to the individuals involved.

One investigation which examined this area in depth was

a study by Blood and Wolfe (1960) who conducted interviews

with 909 families, exploring the dynamics of married liv: 9.

They devoted one chapter to the question of how mar,Age con-

tributes to the mental health or emotional woll-bOng of the

particirants, narticularly the wives. r'ilni4 and Wolfe founl

that f.-.4 it t:01 in t!,.ir =.ntirineil interaction
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with their husbands as useful for emotional support or resolv-

ing emotional problems. Thus, general, husbands were not

experienced as very salient resources. The wives who did seek

their husbands' help were most otten characterized by higher

social status, and tended to have more egalitarian relationships

with their spouses. There was also an indication that life

cycle variables may be important in that there appeared to be

a decline in seeing the husband as helpful with the passage of

time and the interference of children.

There are a number of studies on marital relationships which

have explored factors relating to marital happiness and satis-

faction (Garin, et. al , 1960; Luckey, 1964; Navran, 196.

Chillman and Meyer, 1966; Levinger and Senn, 1967; and Levinger,

1953). An overview of their findings reveals that people with

happy marriages stress the relationship aspects of marriage

rather than situational aspects (e.g., children, home, social

life) as sources of their happiness. Persons more satisfied with

their marriages also tended to have more positive perceptions

of their spouses and saw them as being helpful, considerate,

friendly and warm individuals. Furthermore, effective communi-

c'ation was found to be strongly associated with good marital

adjustment. That is, couples expressing greater marital satis-

faction were more disclosing of their feelings to one another,

showed more sensitivity to one another's feelings, talked more

to one another, conveyed an understanding of one another's com-

munications and communicated on a wider range of subjects than

those dissatisfied with their marriages. An interesting and sig-

nificant finding emerged from the research carried out by Dean

9
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(1966, 1968) which showed that marital happiness correlates posi-

tively with emotional stability. Yet another study (Ridly 1973)

demonstrated a significant positive association between higher job

satisfaction and better marital adjustment for males and ~ "or pairs.

However, neither of these latter studies clearly established the

direction of causality.

The present study attempts ti focus on a neglected aspect of

marital relationships. It looks at the process which goes on

between husbands and wives in helping one another deal with pro-

blems and tensions. Figure 1 outlines the framework underlying

the present research. It presents three panels of variables: the

piddle panel of the figure indicates aspects of the husband-wife

helping process examined in this study; the left panel outlines

potential antecedents or correlates of this process; and the right

panel, the potential consequences or by-nroducts of husband-wife

helping. The husband-wife helping process ic envisioned as a

moderator of the relationship between the experiencing of pressures

and strains in life and work situations and reports of personal

satisfaction and well-being.

Enter Figure 1 here
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'lethod

SublgaL

The respondent's 4 n this study were 189 married husband-wife

pairs. The husbands were employed full -tine and were members

of one of three profesgional associations: professional engineers

(N=54), industrial saccountants (%-74) or chartered accountants

(N=61). Three-hundred male member were randomly selected from

the membership roster of each c.f these associations and asked

to participate in the re arch. Approximately 28t' of the wives

were employed full or part-time 44=54) and about half of the

couples had children (J 89).

Procedure

Two questionnaires, both apprpximately twenty pages long,

were sent to ea:h male subject at his home address. A cover

letter explained the general wirpose of the research and how the

names were obtained. IA al.,o indttcated that one of the question-

naires, sealed in its own ,envelope, was to be completed indepen-

dently bv the wife.

The process of givAng ohd receiving help was investigated

by nine questionnaire i,tpoo, identic.al for husbands and wives.

The majority of the items were measured on a five-or six-point

Likert-type scale. They inquired into such specifics as: (1)

whom did respondents generally go to for help with problems and

tensions; (2) what specific activities did they carry out to

halo their spouse deal with oroblems; (3) how satisfied were

they with their spouses' help; (4) how satisfied were they with

Uteir soouse as a confidintt,: trl how dorArnus were they of

having more people closer to rely on for help in times of stress;
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(6) how likely were they to let their spouse knew when they were

tense and the source of their tension; (7) what specific activ-

ities did they see their spouses doing to be helpful; (8) how

helpful did they feel they were to their spouses in times of

stress; and (9) if dissatisfied with spouses' help, what sped-

lic activities would they like to see their spouse do, or do

differently.

Other variables regarded as possible correlate; of husband-

wife helping were also included as part of the questionnaire.

There were a number of standard demographic items such as age,

education, income, length of time married, number of children and

wife's status (working or non-working). Several specific scales

developed previously by other researchers were used as well. Thus,

job pressures were measured using a I4-item scale of Kahn et. al,

(1964) and Indik, Sea.shore and Slesinger (1964); and communication

between husband and wife (i.e. perceiv'd imoortance of commenicat-

inr, in seventeen different areas and actual communication in these

areas) was measured by a 17-item scale used previously by Levinger

(1964) and LeviAger and Senn (1967).

The variables representing consequences were also measured by

using established scales. Thus, mental and physical well-being

was assessed by a 19-item scale used earlier by Gurin, VFW tf,
and Feld (1960), and marital satisfaction was assesc-.! uy a 15-

item scale developed by Locke and Wallace (1953',. Likert -type

scales me4suring life satisfaction (4 iterF) and jnb satisfaction

(12 itc-ns) were f:reatori for , former

asked the resnnndents to indicit0 .ne4( satisfaction with volects

of their life such as home, fr 'lei and leisure activitis; the
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latter, with a standard list o+ job facets such as supervision,

challenge, pay, and use of present skills.

Results

Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations for the

husbands and wives on each of the nine helping relationship

variables. Four significant differences in means were found:

(1) Wives were more likely to tell their husbands when they

were feeling tense and what they were feeling tense about, than

were husbands to tell their wives. (2.7 vs. 2.2, 1)445).

(2) Wives were more likely to go to their husbands first

for help in dealim9 with the.ir tension, than were husbands to

go to their wives. (1.3 v.s. 3.2, p < .05).

(3) Wiyes listed more specific activities which were designed

to be helpful to their Ipqms.es than did thp husbands. (2.5 vs.

2.2, p

(4) Wives perceived ti)em.selvs as beim 9S more help to,

their husbands than did husbands in regard ta, their wfves.

(2.4 vs. 2.1, p..05).

Enter Table 1 Here
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Relationship Between Husbands' and Wi11t1111112RAttilajimins.

Variables.

The right-hand column of Table 1 presents the correlations

between husbands an Ives on each of the nine helping variables.

Six of these correlations are positive and significantly dif-

ferent from zero at the .05 level of confidence. Thus, there

is a positive and significant relationship between the following:

(1) the degree of satisfaction expressed by the husbands with

their wives' helping and the degree of satisfaction expressed by

their wives (r = .29),

(2) the degree of satisfaction exnressed by the husbands with

their wives as confidantes and the degree of -,atisfaction expressed

by their wives (r = .29),

(3) the number of specific activities husbands indicated they

carried out to he helpful to their wives and the number their

wives indicated they carried out to help their husbands (r = .16).

(4) the number of specific activities which husbands listed in

describing how their wives helped then and the nuber their wives

Listed describing how their husbands ticlig thorn (r = .15),

(5) the likelihood that tushands would toll their wivr. when

and why they were feeling ten~; ar;ci thi, likelihood wives

would do the same (r = .18), 10

(6) the degree to which hlsh4ods ..4 :I need for 'lore

oeoplr:' :loser to t "er' to rri;

their wives exnressed a similar n 1 f 7 ,If 1,

dooree to which
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RelationielinProcess Variables.

In Table 2 the correlations among the nine helping process

variables for husband-wife pairs are presented. Satisfaction

with spouse's help, a subjective report of spouses helping effective-

ness, was selected as an important criterion variable in this

analysis. Greater pair satisfaction with one another's helping

activities was related to :

(1) a greater satisfaction with one another as confidantes

(r = .62),

(2) a greater likelihood they would tell one another when

and why they were tense (r = .33),

(3) engaging in a greater number of activities designed to

be helpful to one another (r = .30),

(4) listing a greater number of activities which they per-

ceived their spouses carrying out to be hel.pful to them (r = .16),

(5) a greater felt helpfulness to one another (r el .49),

(6) a greater likelihood they would turn to one another,

first, for help with their problems (r = .20),

(7) a lower likelihood they would express a need for other

people to rely on for help in times of stress (r *.24),

(8) the lower likelihood they would indicate they wanted

their spouses to increase or change their helping behaviours

(r =-.40),

Enter Table 2 about here

p
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Correlates of Husband-Wife Heipinq Relationship Variables

A number of potential correlates of husband-wife helping

were also related to the nine helping relationship variables.

These included such factors as age, income, education, intensity

of job and life pressures, length of time married, wife's status

(working or non-working), and number of children. Husband and

wife data analyzed individually (Table 3) and in pairs (Table 4)

provided the following significant relationships:

Enter Table 3 and 4 about here

Age and Length of time married

(1) Older husbands and wives were less likely to tell their

spouses when and why they were tense (r= -.21 and -.17, respectively).

They also showed greater indications of wanting their spouses to

increase and/or change their ways of being helpful (r m .38 and

.30). In addition, older wives indicated that their husbands

engaged in fewer helping activities (r = -.19) and they were less

likely to select their husbands as first choice of helper

(r = .22).

.
(2) Length of time married, which was significantly related

to age (r = .89), related to the same helping relationship variables

as did age for husbands and wives.

(3) Older husband and wife pairs reported le Iping

activity occurring between them (r = -.21). were signifi-

cantly less likely to inform their ...r.o?; t. wht.n and why they were

feeling tense (r = -.27) and 14'euently indicated that

they wanted their spouses to ir.,,rie or change their helping

behaviours (r = .31). IC
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However, the greater the differences in the husbands' and

wives' ages, the more activitie they undertook to be helpful to

One another (r * .20), the more satisfied they were with one

another's help (r m .18), and the more likelly they would select

their mates as the first person they would go to for help (r

Children

Number of children was found to be significantly related

to pair performance on a number of the helping relationship

variables.

The greater the number of children

(1) the fewer helping activities spouses report undertaking

to help oily another (r -.266

(2) VIA lower tlelpingtactilAttes pairs report that their

spouses undertake to assist them (r = -.15)

(3) the 9teAXtr the l'ikePthood of selecting one another as

first choice of flelperq r *-.21)

Income

AlthRugh husbands' Jpgampivrp unreated to the helping

relationship WJAP1e4 on i.ndi.vidal analysis of the data, there

were a number significant findings on oair analysis. Thus,

the larger the husband's income, the lower the helping activity

in the marriage (r = -.20). However, pairs having greater income

also tended to perceive themselvis as more helpful to one another

(r 2 .18).

Job Pressures

Husbands exoeriencing greater job pressures were more likely

to inform their wives when they wire feeling tense and why (r = .16),

but were less likely to be satisfied with their wives' helping
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efforts (r = -.16), and were more likely to express a desire for

more people, closer, to rely on for help (r = .23).

The intensity of wives' job pressures was significantly re-

lated to their feeling less helpful to their husbands' (r * -.42)

but perceiving their husbands as doing more to help them (r = .40).

Life Pressures

The creater the life pressures reported by the husbands the

less satitlied they appeared to be with their wives helping efforts

(r = -.35); however, they in turn perceived themselves as being

less helpful resources to tileir wives (r = - 20).

Wives repport.ttg greater life pressures saw themselves as

being less helppl to their spouses (r = -.52); however, they

irdicated that thesis husbands were, in fact, more active helpers

itip them 41:01

k

Working Wives

yivels es were employed listed a greater number of activities

APleAksy may,14 likp their husbands to do or do differently to

.his04) them 4x = 44).

'WON* whfas waves worked were less likely to reveal to

their wives yippn and why they were feeling tense (r s -.32) and

were less satisfied with their wives as confidantes (r -.33).

Life Pressures

The greater the life pressures reported by the '.:isband-

wife pairs, the lower the pair satisfaction with tneir helping

relationship (r = -.22); the lower the indications that they

wanted an increase or chanqqs in tn, .
.",4,0s4 nelpihl

(r = -.25), the lower their felt ,elpfulness to their spouses

(r = -.23); the lower the liti.lihood of going to their respect-
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ive spouses first for help (r = .22).

Communication

The extent to which husband and wife pairs felt it was

important to cemmunixate with each other in the seventeen differ-

ent areas, and said they actually communicated in these areas was

significantly related to a number of helping relationship varia-

bles. These included:

(1) satisfaction with their spouses' help (r * .40 and

r a .29);

(2) telling spouses when anxious and why (r.* .53 and

r * .44);

(3) felt helpfulness to spouses (r * .26 and r * .32);

(4) satisfaction with their spouses as confidantes

(r = .56 and r = .53);

(5) wanting their spouses to change and /or increase their

helping actO4ty (r = -,59 and r = -.47). The two commupication

indices were significantly related (r = .73).

Husband-wife diffewcts in actual c.Omunication in the

seventeen areas was aasse re.lated to fire of the twelve helping

relationship varstAble.. The data indicated that the larger the

hys.band-wife differences in actual communication

(1) the lower their satisfaction with their spouses' help

(r or -.27),

(2) the less likely they would tell one another when they

were tense and "hy (r = -.32),

(3) the loner their felt helpfulness to one another ( r = -.23)*

(4) the more likely they were to indicate they wanted their

spouses to change or increase their helping activities (r = .40).

et
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Consequences of Effective Husband-Wife Helping_ Relationships

The helping relationship variables were related to a number

of outcome measures. These were: Job satisfaction, marital

satisfaction, life satisfaction, and mental and physical well-

being. Some of the more interesting and statistically signifi-

cant findings from the husband and wife data, analyzed individu-

ally (Table 5) and in pairs (Table 6), are summarized here.

Job Satisfaction

Husbands and working wives who reported higher levels of

job satisfaction tended to express greater satisfaction with

their spouses' helping activities (r = .17 and r = .32) and

with their spouses as confidantes (r = .14 and r = .22).

Enter Tables 5 and 6 about here

Satisfaction with Lif.e
.4.

Husbands and wives whc reported higher levels of life

satisfaction:

(1) were more satiOied with their spouses' help

(4- 4. .33 and r = .30),

(2) were less likely to indicate they wanted their spouses

to increase or change their helping activities (r = -.46 and

r = -.26),

(3) felt they were more helpful to their spouses (r a .29

and r = .29),
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(4) were more satisfied with their spouses as confidantes

(r = .26 and r = .20.

Pair satisfaction with life was significantly related to

six of the helping relationship variables. The more favorable

the pair satisfaction with life, the more favorable the pair

standing on the following helping dimensions:

(1) pair satisfaction with their helping relationship

(r = .38),

(2) perceived helpfulness of each member towards their

spouse (r = .34),

(3) the desire for more people to rely on for help with

problems and ;tensions Cr 20 -.31)9

(4) pair sktistaction with one another as confidantes

(r = .33).

Marital Satisfaction

Pairs reporting greater marital satisfaction also reported

(1) performing a greater number of helping activities for

one another ('r m .17),

(2) a greater likelihood of letting one.another know when

they were tense and why (r = .20),

(3) a lesser desire for the spouse to change or increalse

their helping behaviours (r = -.51),

(4) perceiving themselves as more helpful to one another

(r = .44)

(5) a greater likelihood of selecting one another as first

choice of helper (r =-.23),
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(6) a lesser desire to have more people, closer, to rely on

for hvlp (r = -.18),

(7) a greater satisfaction with one another as confidantes

(r = .52) and

(8) a greater satisfaction with their helping relationship

(r = .62).

Mental and Physical Well-being

Husbands and wives showing more positive scores on the

mental and physical health index indicated greater satisfaction

with spou,s* Its confidantes (r = .16 and r = .14) but also indi-

cated more ways in which they would like to see their spouses

increase Aregitme their helning behaviours, (r = .20 and r = .22).

The:pair measure of mental and physical well being was related

to five of, the .helping relationship variables. More positive men-

tal and physial well being was associated with

(1) grteater pa.ir satisfaction with their helping relationship

(r = .25),

.(g) greatttr felt helpfutness to their respective spouses

(r = .17),

(3) a greater likelihood of selecting one's spouse as

first choice of helper (r = -.19) and

(4) a greater number of helping activities lists! by the

pairs that they would like to see their spouses udi to or change

in their helping interactions (r . .27).
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Looking more specifically at the variable, satisfaction

with spouse's help, it is evident that the greater the reported

pair satsisfact4on the greater the indications of marital satis-

faction apd lile satisfaction, and the more positive the indica-

tions of mental and physical mg1-be4g. Additionallys.for the

husbands in our sample greater satisfaction with spouse's help Kas

associated wAh greater job satsfact4on.

i91ej"atif.sLf-fectsofffusb,a-iinEffectiveness
.

So far, ,we have exlm4ked the ipetationship between hypothesigitd

antecedents or corrOatas 0 he 400,nd-wife helping relationship

and some potentially cruci4.1 4-prodAts or outcomes of this

ezocess. 1014 abeut the 4104rP.ct r604Ionship between the ante-

oedoitts and the opOcomeA? The data !Owed bhat many of the

antecedents were tndeed s.imptlftsWyAretated to certain of the

outcomes. Eon exa ale, tn§.1411.40.APOGNFres rvorted by the

husbands was .wpciated Iceiss 10 latis*cti.on ( rm -.27, p4.001)

and poorer mental and ety10601 ttql*41.00,40 Jr= f.34, p< .001).

One way pi em4Nbi.n.g tihtefdtip. tuf.h4fImpd%wife helping

effectiveness en the r.ela,ltonshi.ps ,bet rver n the antecedents and

thp outcomes iste conA0Pr. ;tke .four tr /as 4.010erator of the

relationship between the latter. Phils, ebtailtpd relationships

between antecedents and outcome& are predicted to be influenced.

by the level of husband-wife helping effectiveness. Iro explore

this line of reasoning, the total sample of 189 pairs was split

into two sub-groups. .Pair satisfaction with their helping relation-

ship was the item chosen as the criteria of pair effectiveness.

Values on this measure could range from 2 (a low degree of pair
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satisfaction) to 12 (a high degree of pair satisfaction). Actual

obtained scores varied from 3 to 12. Group 1 (Low Pair Satisfac-

tion) comprised 95 pairs, and Group 2 (High Pair Satisfaction)

comprised 83 pairs. The Low Satisfaction group included values

from 3 to 10; the High Satisfaction group included values from

11 to 12. The means between the two groups (8.9 vs 11.4 respect-

ively)were significantly different at the .001 level of confidence.

Enter Table 7 about here

It was expected that the relationship between the experiencing

of pressures in one's environment (at work and at hone) and the

translation of these pressures into dissatisfaction or psychosomatic

symptoms would be Ittmur among those pairs with an ineffective

helping process, and weaker among those pairs with a more effective

helping process. Table 7 presents the correlations between measures

of job and life pressures and outcome measures such as satisfac-

tion and well-being. In summary, 5 of the 6 life pressure rela-

tionships with satisfaction and well-being measures are greater for

low helping effectiveness pairs than for high helping effectiveness

pairs. Thus, the experience of life pressures is more strongly

associated with dissatisfaction and psychosomatic symptom:, for

couples low in the ability to be helpful to each of or.

For husbands from less effective helping pairs, strength of

job pressures was more strongly related to marital dissatisfaction

and prevalence of mental :nd ;;:intonatolooy than for those

from more effective helping DAir.. Likewise, wives fro' less

effective helping pairs worn mrc likely to exhibit a stronger



18

relationship between intensity of job pressures and poorer well

being.

This pattern of relationships (i.e., a hig:ler correlation

between the experiencing of pressures and their translation into

dissatisfaction) was not found for either males or females between

job pressures and job satisfaction, and life satisfaction.

Taken together these data offer some preliminary support for

the notion that pair helping effectiveness moderates the relation-

ship between experienced pressures and strains, and reported satis-

faction and well-being. This was particularly true for outcomes

such as satisfaction with life, and mental and physical well-being.

Discussion

An examination of the findings yielded a number of important

observations on the husband-wife helping interaction, on the rela-

tionship between marital helping and specified correlates and con-

sequences, and on the moderating effects of the helping process

itself.

Husband -wife helping

A number of significant sex differences emerged from the

comparison of husband and wife data on the nine helping relation-

ship variables. The indications were that wives were generally

more active in initiating the helping process in their marital

relationships. Firstly, they appeared more willing to disclose

and discuss their problems with their spouses, than were the

husbands with their wives. Secondly, wives were more likely to
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select and turn to their husbands as helper of choice than were

husbands to select their wives. The latter finding supports the

evidence of an earlier paper (Burke and Weir 1974), which found

that over 90% of the married women (whether working or not) as

compared with 40% of the men indicated the spouse as the person

they would go to first for help with problems.

Furthermore, it is interesting to note that not only did

the wives appear to be more active in heloee roles but were so

in helper roles as well. They appeared to have a greater aware-

ness of concrete helping behaviours which they could employ to

help their husbands deal with their tension, and were more active

in the performance of these. An intt.erested reader might examine

Burke (71), Hall (1972) or Mann (unpublished manuscript) for

specific examples of such activities. In addition, according to

their self reports, wives tended to perceive themselves as more

helpful resources to their husbands than husbands did to their

wives.

These findings suggest that wives generally set the stage

for the discussion, the alleviation and the resolution of

anxieties and tensions arising for either partner of the marital

pair. Perhaps the different socialization of the sexes in our

culture which allows women a freer rein with their emotionality

and is more accepting of their depeneence, makes it. easier for

the wives to admit when they are under strws and to seek help

as required. Data from Rosenthal . colleagues (1974)

offers convincing evidence that f,;,:als are better able to
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respond to non-verbal communication cues than are males. Perhaps

it is this sensitivity which permits wives to more easily re-

cognize the emotional state of their spouses and to respond more

readily as helpers to their spouses than husbands can to their

wives.

Exploring the data further it appears that marital couples

can be described as having a pair identity on certain of the

helping relationship dimensions. That is, when a higher or lower

level response was given by one member of the pair, the other

was likely to respond in a similar way. Thus, there was a sig-

nificant degree of compatibility between husbands and wives re-

sponses to such issues as satisfaction with spouses' helping,

satisfaction with spouse as a confidante, the level of helping

activity occurring in the marriage, the degree of willingness to

share problems and anxieties with the spouse; and the need for

others outside the marital unit to rely on for help. It is not

clear whether this husband-wife similarity appears because of some

pre-marital nate selection process or imcause of a marital inter-

actional process which leads to husbands and wives growing more

alike.

It is evident,' however, that marital pairs differ from one

another in the extent to which they express satisfaction with the

helping process in their marriage. Those pairs who are more

satisfied with their mutual helping are characterized by a number of

behavioral and attitudinal features. The six significant relation-

ships found (cqe Table 2) suggut that greater self disclosure,
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trust, mutual reliance, awareness and performance of concrete

helping activities, and greater confidence in the ability to be

helpful to one's spouse are important features associated with

higher satisfaction with the marital helping transaction.

correlates of Marital Helpini

A number of the factors conceptualized as correlates were

shown to be significantly related to the quality of the helping

interactions found in marriage. The couples who were older and

married longer revealed a diminished level of helping activity

occurring between them, a itecrease in communication about problems

and tensions, and a greater criticalness of each other's function-

ing as a helper. Older wives in particular, indicated that their

first preference would be to go to someone other than their husband

with their difficulties. With the passing of time, it appears

husbands and wives move in the direction of withdrawing their int-

erest, their motivation and their efforts to be helpful to one

another. There is room for conjecture as to why older couples

seem much more alienated from and unresponsive to one another's

helping needs. Perhaps the older individuals in the sample belong

to a generation that placed an emphasis on the material or situa-

tional aspects of marriage as opposed to relational concer:.

Or, it may be that as individuals progress through the' 1,tages of their

life cycle, they inevitably confront numerous siti.dtions which

demand heavy expenditures of their time, energy and commitment.

In the face of these events, the rp1at4onshir aspects of marriage

may be easily relegated to a positlf:n of low priority and show

a gradual deterioration over t.6e.
ts::41
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The introduction of children into the family unit appeared

'o offer diminishing returns to the husband-wife helping relation-

ship. Although spouses with children seemed to be more reliant

on one another, they, in fact, reported receiving less help from

their spouses and gave less in return. It is not difficult to

imagine that children would be a competing force for the energies

and Attention of the parents, so that whatever stresses accrue to

them remain unnoticed or unattended.

The working wife phenomena seemed to present some potential

problems for the marital helping relationship as well. Husbands

of working wives indicated that they were less likely to reveal

their problems and tensions to their wives and tended to be less

satisfied with their wives as confidantes. Working wives, on the

other hand, indicated that they wanted their husbands to be more

active n helping them dea' with their problems. With the wife

taking on the increased responsibilities of a job, her own needs

or help appear to be greater and at the same time, her availability

to her husband may be decreased. Apparently then, the wife's work

status can cause ripples of discontent within the pair with

regard to their helping interaction.

In looking at the data in the area of job pressures, an

interesting family dynamic emerged. The greater the husbands job

pressures, the more likely they were to disclose their problems

and tensions to their wives; but, the less satisfied they appeared

to be with their wive's help and the greater their expressed

need to have other close relationships to rely on for help. The
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greater the wive's job pressures. the more they were to

describe their husbands as more active helpers. However, they

tended to perceive themselves as not being very helpful to their

husbands.

Irrespective of whether it was the husband or wife who was

experiencing the severe pressures, it was the wife's helping role

which was called into question. A number of possible explanations

suggest themselves. In the first instance, it may be that wives

find it difficult to relate tr the pressures their husbands exper-

ience at work. They may feel less confident in their ability to

be helpful in these areas and hesitate to interact with their hus-

bands around such issues. In the second instance, wives who are

involved in demanding and frustrating jobs in addition to filling

the traditional housewife role may very well find their resources

depleted and be virtually unable to respond to their husbands'

helping needs. In either case, the* wife's wlefulness as 1 helper

appears diminished.

In contrast with the above, severe llfe pressures tended

to make both husbands and wives feel less effectual as helpers

to their spouses. Thus, the greater the life nressures for the

pairs the less satisfied they were with one another's helping, the

less helpful they perceived themselves being to one anothr- , the

less likPly they were to depend on one another. for and the

more likely they were to exnre%., A need for clo ? eselatinshins

with others who coull act as holners. Thr flhd,n1s lead one to

believe that serir..uP. 'writ! in are. of



24

mutual concern can have a debilitating effect on both individuals,

and reduce their motivation to support or encourage one another

through the adversities.

Inherent in the concept of marital helping is the belief

that to be helpful to one's spouse, one must first understand him

(her). One significant way of reaching this understanding is

through verbal communication. It was not surprising therefore,

to discover that the communication measures, employed here, were

found to be related to the helping relationships items in a pos-

itive direction. Thus, couples who shared a higher agreement on

the importance of communicating about a variety of specific issues,

and indicated they actually talked about these with their spouses.

were more likely to disclose their problems and anxieties to one

another, to feel more satisfied with one another as confidantes,

to view themselves as being more helpful to one another and to

express greater satisfaction with one another's helping endeavours.

The wider the gap between them in terms of their willingness to

broach specific issues with the spouse, the more likely they were

to show the reverse of the above. It appears then that couples

who have established good channels of communication around broad

areas relevant to their life together can better meet the challenge

of helping one another under conditions of stress and strain.

Consequences of Marital Helping

A consideration of the findings in the area of outcome measures

suggest that the husband-wife helping process is an important
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factor contributing to the marital, Job and life satisfaction of the

pair and their mental and physical well-being as well. There were

a number of features of this process which distinguished the pairs

who expressed greater satisfaction with their marriage. These

couples appeared to be better confidantes to one another; they

were more open and communicative about their problems and concerns;

they appeared to be more cognisant of their partners' helping needs

and exerted themselves more actively to meet them; they were less

critical and more satisfied with the quality and quantity of the help

they received, and in turn appeared more confident in their own

helpfulness to one another. The mutuality established by these

pairs seemed to mitigate the need for people outside the marriage

to serve as helpers.

Those pairs who expressed a greater satisfaction with life

in general shared many of the same features. They too appeared

to nave attained a more satisfactory helping relationship with

one another. In addition, they seemed to have a higher level

of trust in one another as confidantes, a greater estimation of

their helpfulness to one another and a lesser need for individuals

outside the marital unit to depend on for help.

The couples whc. according to our measures were in better

mental and physical health showed the following charactAristics.

They tended to select one another as first choice of helper under

situations of stress; they viewed themselves a., being good

helpers to their spouses and they exnressed greater satisfaction

with the helping interactiln hetwpon them.

Although pair values on the elationship between job satis-

fiction and the helping vari.les were not obtained, the findings
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from husbands and wives individually, revealed certain similari-

ties. Both males and females who reported greater satisfaction

with their job situations described their spouses as more satis-

factory helpers and more satisfactory confidantes.

The overall findings were distilled to focus attention on

the variable-satisfaction with spouse's help-our proxy measure

of marital helping effectiveness. This particular factor was found

to be significantly and positively associated with all the outcome

measures of satisfaction (i.e. job, marital and life) and with the

emotional and physical well being measure as well. The following

rationale is offered as a possible explanation for the findings.

It is common knowledge that living in a state of heightened

and prolonged tensions can negatively affect an individual's

perceptions of himself and his world. It can also cause his emo-

tional and behavioral responding to become increasingly dysfunctional

in relation to his external environment. The marital helping inter-

action by giving explicit recognition to the personal distress of one

or other spouse sets the process in irtion of dealing with stressful

events as they arise and interrupts the building up of tensions. It

can provide for the comfort, support and validation of the distressed

spouse through selected environmental manipulations and/or through

personal attention and understanding. It can offer the individual

short-term relief by giving him an opportunity to ventilate his

feelings in an atmosphere of concern and caring. It can hold out

the promise of long-term relief by providing the occasion for him

to clarify his perceptions of the problem areas and to consider

appropriate behavioral strategies for resolving these. Thus, the

marital helping process by helping to minimize and resolve the stress
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experiences of husbands and wives can increase the likelihood

that their perceptions of their life's experiences will be more

positive, and reduce the potential that accumulated tensions

will be translated into pathology.

The findings on the moderating effects of marital helping

strengthen the above conclusions. Life pressures were more likely

to be translated into negative outlooks on Jobs, marriage and life,

and into poorer health for those pairs whose helping interactions

were less satisfactory. Although, under conditions of high job

pressures the moderating influence of effective marital helping

was not as uniformly evident, it appeared in a number of areas.

Husbands, reporting severe pressures but also indicating higher

satisfaction with spouse's helping were found to be more satis-

fied with their marriages and generally, in better health. Wives

under similar conditions also revealed a more positive state of

mental and physical well-being.

On the basis of the above findings, the husband-wife helping

relationship emerges as a significant factor influencing the

quality of life of the marital partners. Unfortunately, it is

an aspect of marriage that often remains undeveloped or at best,

is left to evolve haphazardly. Clearly it deserves greater emphasis

and attention. The nature of the conclusions obtained in this

study suggest that continued examination along similar lines can

yield useful information regarding the characteristics of indiv-

iduals and processes which contribute to effective helping inter-

actiont. in marriage. Such information is essential for informing,

educating and counselling individuals on the potential, but often

unrealized " "mental hygiene" function of marriage. For to pare-

g.'5Z
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phrase Blood. and Wolfe - where better than in the marriage rela-

tionship, based on mutual affection, commitment and accessability,

should one find life-time-help-as needed.



Footnotes

1 This investigation was supported, in part, by research grants

from the Ford Foundation, the Canada Council, and The Imperial

Oil Company Limited. We would like to acknowledge the coopera-

tion of the respondents and the assistance of Shan Ross, John

Firth, and Cheryl McGrattan in the analysis of the data.
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Table I

Comparison of Husbands and Wives on

Helping Relationship Variables

(1) Number of activities spouse
does to help

(2) Tell spouse when feeling
tense, and why

(3) Satisfaction with spouses
help

(4) Number of activities
spouse could do, or do
differently

(5) Number of activities
done to help spouse

(6) Felt helpfulness to
spouse

(7) First person gone to for
help

(8) Desire for more people
closer to rely on for help

(9) Satisfaction with spouse
as a confidante

Husbands
Mean S.D.

Wives
Mean S.D.

Correlations
Husband-Wife

2.0 1.01 2.2 1.16 .15*

2.2a 1.09 2.78 1.00 .18*

4.0 1.04 4.0 1.09 .29*

1.6 1.01 1.8 1.03 .00

2.24 .95 2.5a .99 .16*

2.1a .83 2.44 .82 .12

3.2a 1.99 1.3a 1.04 .07

1.3 .61 1.4 .67 .16*

3.5 .70 3.5 .71 .29*

a
Husband-wife difference i.s statistically significant at the .05
level of confidence or better.

*Correlation between husband and wife responses are significantly
different from zero at the .05 level of confidence or better.
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lIESTCOPTAINIALE
Table 7

Moderating Effects of

Husband-Wife Helping Effectiveness

Life Pressures (Pair Measures)

(Group 1)
Low Satisfaction
With Helping

Pairs

Life Pressures - Husband Satisfaction
with Life

Life Pressures - Wife Satisfaction
with Life

Life Pressures - Pair Satisfaction
with Life

Life Pressures - Husband Mental and
Physical bell -being

Life Pressures - Wife Mental and
Physical Well-being

Life Pressures - Pair Mental and
Physical Well-being

Job Pressures (musband's Data)

Job Pressures - Job Satisfaction

Job Pressures - Satisfaction with
Life

Job Pressures - Marital Satisfaction

Job Pressures - Mental and Physical
Well being

Job Pressures (Wife s Data)

Job Pressures - Job Satisfaction

Job Pressures - Satisfaction with
Life

Job Pressures - Marital Satisfaction

Job Pressures - Mental and Physical
Well-being

-.52 (58)*

-.43 (61)*

-.57 (72)*

-.34 (69)*

-.37 (68)*

-.58 (62)*

-.17 (84)

-.20 (76)*

-.25 (53)*

-.41 (87)*

-.24 (14)

-.47 (14)

.06 (10)

-.49 (17)*

ti

(Group 2)
High Satisfaction
Uith Helping

Pairs

-.22 (60)*

-.40 (64)*

-.37 (71)*

-.19 (70)

-.50 (66)*

-.44 (64)*

-.29 (76)*

-.25 (66)*

.00 (55)

-.11 (77)

. 13 (20)

-.62 (19)

-.49 (14)*

. 15 (20)

*Correlation is significantly different from zero at the .05 level of
confidence or -etter, two-tailed test.


